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Abstract
Design research projects are often framed around specific objectives, for
example, product initiatives or marketing strategies. Due to limited budgets
and tight timeframes, most design research projects are narrowly focused,
isolated inquiries into specific activities, products, services or phases of the
development process. An ethnographic approach to design research can
provide a holistic understanding of users, their routines, motivations, and
beliefs that extend beyond the original research intent and provide a much
broader view on customer needs and business opportunities. Learning to
extend the utility of research data beyond the scope of the initial project can
become a great organizational asset – one that grows over time.
Using examples from recent projects that utilized data from previous
research, this paper discusses ways to stretch the value of ethnographic
data beyond its original intent, making it “evergreen.” It examines how well
focused research objectives, rigorous data collection, and systematic coding
can create a “wellspring of knowledge” to which an organization can
repeatedly return. Moreover, this paper addresses the important changes to
corporate culture and work processes that are vital to maximizing the value
of design research.
Keywords: collaboration, design process, human / user-centered design,
product-service-system, design planning, knowledge management
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1. Introduction
In many organizations, design considerations arise downstream in the
development process, when innovation teams are focused on turning an
idea into reality or making it “pretty.” At this stage, design research is often
narrowly framed to obtain specific design feedback and user preferences.
Many treat it purely as a means to an end.
By only focusing on the design solution, and not on the user context -- how
the solution fits into people's lives -- the data collected often has a short
shelf life; it is too specific and too limited to repurpose. But the team has
already invested time, money and effort in research, including travel,
recruiting and interviewing participants, and establishing a baseline of
consumer experience through analysis and synthesis. More broadly
framing the research, as a vehicle for discovery and identification of
opportunities, allows the client to get the best return on their investment by
more fully integrating the research into their whole business process.
Data mining is often used during the knowledge discovery process and is
one of the most important subfields in knowledge management. Data
mining aims to analyze a set of given data or information in order to
identify novel and potentially useful patterns (Fayyad et al., 1996).
Commonly, data consists of any facts, numbers, or text that can be
processed by a computer. Today, organizations are accumulating vast and
growing amounts of data in different formats and different databases. This
includes operational or transactional data, nonoperational data, and meta
data. (Palace 1996)
Currently, however, the mining of ethnographic design research data is
rare. With the basic aim of leveraging the organization’s knowledge to its
advantage, evergreen research addresses the similar key drivers as
knowledge management: to capture the experience of individual
customers, to provide more cost-effective ways of doing business, and to
improve corporate agility.
This paper presents our point of view as consultants to companies of
varying sizes in a broad range of industries: how can we help our clients
use design research most effectively? This paper focuses on the
practitioners’ perspective and aims to develop actionable guidelines for the
design research community. We begin by laying out the reasons why
design research tends to get overlooked, describe how we address these
issues, outline the benefits of evergreen research, and conclude with key
considerations when putting such research into practice.

1760

Conference Proceedings

The Evergreen Approach to
Design Research: Maximizing the value of user experience data

2. Why the full potential of design research is overlooked
There are four common reasons why design research does not have the
maximum impact it could have in our clients’ organizations: siloed
operations, rigid hierarchy, lack of internal support, and differing client and
customer perspectives.

2.1 Siloed operations create research inefficiencies
In large-scale organizations, many departments operate independently
and have little interaction with one another. To increase efficiency, an
organization often divides departments by disciplines, each focusing on
their main areas of expertise, such as marketing, engineering, finance,
and design. But when it comes to research, this can prove extremely
inefficient: each individual department conducts its own research,
sometimes even about the same topic. And once each department’s
research is complete, the findings are often used only within specific
groups, without any mechanism to share more widely within the
organization.

2.2 Rigid hierarchical structures and work processes limit
employee creativity
Another reason that design research is not maximized is because
individual roles within the organization are narrowly defined. Employees
are assigned to very specific roles and tasks within their department. They
are often not encouraged to go above and beyond their roles. As a result,
employees focus their research efforts only on the area related to their
tasks, such as the production process, material, marketing or technology.
Typically, each phase of the project uses a different set of research data,
disconnected from the others. In addition, if the company culture overemphasizes competition between departments, it may inadvertently
discourage them from sharing findings. From an organizational
perspective, such segregation distracts from achieving bigger, more
holistic goals. Allowing data and learning from design research to be
connected and shared across different departments helps create coherent,
comprehensive and powerful stories. However, it also requires changing
organizational culture, policy and structure, to encourage individual
employees to think more broadly, beyond their set roles.

2.3 Lack of organizational vision and supportive
infrastructure hinders innovation
Disruptive innovations require strategic planning and vision. Because
design research is often funded from individual department budgets, it
must satisfy specific needs for each project. While design research yields
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information that can be beneficial to others, many organizations do not
have an effective mechanism to facilitate sharing such information. In
addition, the vision from upper management is crucial to achieving the
departmental buy-in necessary for inter-departmental collaboration.
For example, our client in the public transportation industry is comprised of
three separate agencies: commuter rail service, metropolitan rail and bus
services, and suburban bus service. Competing for ridership, the three
systems are designed to keep their riders on their service as long as
possible. Our research revealed that the three systems poorly support the
connecting services that many riders need. Riders were left to negotiate
the connections between the three systems on their own: some developed
elaborate workarounds to optimize their ride, some struggled to use the
system, and others abandoned the system altogether. Improving the rider
experience would require changing the interaction between these three
agencies, addressing work processes and strategies at an organizational
level.

2.4 Understanding the customer’s perspective requires a
different type of research
Differing client and customer perspectives can lead to very different
expectations for design research. While the client’s departments each
focus narrowly on a specific part of the customer experience, customers
view the experience broadly, as a continuous whole. The result of such
differing viewpoints is that clients may be blindsided by customer
frustrations.
For example, in a shopping study, we found one customer frustrated that
she was unable to return a product she purchased at Target.com to the
local Target store. In her mind, it was the same company, so the
experience should be seamless. In reality, Target and Target.com were
operated independently with little intersection besides the brand.
Another example is from our client in the entertainment industry. In this
company, each department has its own area of interest. Each department
funds design research projects independently, focusing on their specific
area. So while the marketing team may fund a focus group to identify
opportunities around advertising, the interaction design team may conduct
research on how customers navigate music choices, and the business
development team may look into partnership opportunities, and so on.
However from the customer’s point of view, each department is
responsible for one step in his or her overall experience of learning about,
selecting, and listening to new music.
When framing the research from the user’s point of view, the research
team discovers how the customer perceives the stages of the experience,
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asks them about each stage in detail, the relationship between them, as
well as emerging activities around the whole experience. The stages of
customer experience often do not correlate to the company’s departments.
Disruptive innovations may lie between departments’ boundaries. User
experience research helps to uncover them.

3. Strategies for establishing an evergreen user-centered
research process
Many knowledge management initiatives fail because they tend to focus
primarily on the technical aspects In order to be successful (and
meaningful), knowledge management must not be an end in itself, but
must be a strong enabler to achieving real business results. (Hariharan
2002)
We identified three business strategies for an evergreen approach to
design research, to suit different clients’ missions. Using three case
studies, we will discuss the value of each strategy.

3.1 Plan the roadmap to cover the broadest terrain
Establishing a baseline through foundational research can yield significant
benefits downstream. When broadly focused on the areas of interest, and
guided by open-ended discussion of those areas, baseline research can
reveal opportunity spaces that might have otherwise been missed and rich
data that can be revisited often, or “remined.” This is the essence of the
“evergreen” approach. It requires upfront planning for extensive data
collection that fuels pre-planned remine projects on different product
categories. These in turn feed into a series of new ethnographic projects
that are more narrowly focused.
Values of a Planned Roadmap


Comprehensive data collection



Centralized work process and collaboration



Immediate return on investment



Streamlined data collection, analysis, and retrieval process

In the following case study, we demonstrate how planning a roadmap
helped our convenience/retail client improve its customers’ experience in a
number of areas.
Case Study A: Convenience Retail client
Our client in the convenience retail industry was interested in
understanding its customers’ overall shopping experience as well as
Conference Proceedings
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adding depth and dimension to its current customer segmentation model.
The client sought to design more desirable convenience stores.
Sponsored by its Brand Strategy and Innovation group, the core research
team engaged other groups within the organization who could benefit from
this foundational research. Within this overarching project objective,
several other areas of exploration were introduced such as coffee, fuel,
packaged food and a marketing campaign for Hispanic consumers. This
extended research scope allows our client to foresee repurposing this
large-scale ethnographic research several times, gaining additional insight
from it on different areas of the business.
During the planning phase, the research team selected topic areas and
demographics relevant to each initiative. Those considerations were also
built into the recruiting criteria. For example, recent immigrants and first
generation Hispanics were recruited specifically because one of the
remine projects was focusing on this ethnic customer group. In order to
ensure the relevance of the research throughout the organization, the
geographic locations were selected to match existing marketing profiles.
To ensure full coverage, the research protocol and the setup were
designed to touch on those topics that would be remined in the future.
During the data collection phase, different methods were used, ranging
from in-home interviews and intercept interviews, to self-documentation
and fixed video observation. To provide data for the planned coffee
remine, a number of fixed video cameras were set up to capture customer
behavior and traffic through coffee or beverage aisles.
Although the project was designed in stages, from foundational learning to
targeted areas of exploration, the analysis was executed in parallel to the
research. To enable quick retrieval, research analysts simultaneously
tagged key points from interview transcripts that pertained to all the areas
of interest. These smaller, tagged data sets were used to facilitate topicspecific analysis sessions with the client.
The comprehensive data set from the foundational research was
repurposed for a number of remines immediately after. Reports on coffee,
fuel, and Hispanic shoppers are among projects that utilized data solely
from the foundational research. In addition, the data was coded with
companywide segmentations, which allows for future reference and
remining.
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3.2 Frame the research as an ongoing collaborative
mission
Setting up the research as a shared mission, through a series of project
initiatives calling on different groups within the organization, satisfies each
project's objectives while building on and generating shared knowledge.
The result: a sum greater than its parts.
Values of Ongoing Collaborative Mission


Structured for data fermentation



Repeatable process



Collective knowledge



Establishment of shared languages within the organization



Flexibility and adaptability

Case Study B: Home Care client
Our client in the home care industry was interested in creating a user
knowledge database as part of a broad-based initiative to re-invigorate
their design research capabilities. The resulting collective knowledge base
will serve as a resource for future innovation initiatives. The effort is part of
the company’s implementation of a new design process, user-centered
design. The first seven projects in this new process were ranged from
home storage and cleaning to air freshening. The organization set a
companywide policy that any related future consumer research will be
added to this growing knowledge base.
Planning for unknown future uses of research requires a thoughtful
strategy. In this case, recruited research participants were prioritized by
the company's typical customer segmentation, plus project-specific
screening criteria. For example, the first round of projects focused on the
woman in the household who makes home care decisions.
The research protocols for all seven projects launched under this initiative
included one common set of research questions, followed by a set of
questions specific to each project. This ensured that each team extended
their research scope to include other areas, while also covering their own
project goals. Because of the unfamiliar process and worry about
compromising their own research, some project teams felt reluctant to
share their research team’s valuable time to collect data for other teams.
In this case, the companywide policy played a key role in getting people
on board. Teams quickly realized the benefits of looking beyond their
specific businesses, and embraced the holistic process.
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Because this is an ongoing effort, standardizing the methods of data
collection up front is important to ensure a consistent data set for future
use. Those methods include standardized user profiles, a common
photograph shot list, and uniform research debrief and analysis activities.
The unified process not only speeded up the research-planning phase, but
also fostered a collective understanding among different teams. Familiarity
with the data set and how it was collected helped the teams most richly
“mine” the database on an ongoing basis.
During analysis, each research team analyzed their data, and also tagged
relevant data for other teams. In return, each research team had access to
the relevant data beyond what their team collected. Using consistent tags
in the database and a shared language drawn from the consumer’s
vocabulary -- instead of a team’s colloquial terms – ensures that data can
be understood by all teams and future users.
With a data set that includes hundreds of households in multiple countries,
our clients now remine that data whenever they start new design and
development projects. Research projects begin by remining the data in
order to create a springboard for a full ethnographic study. This new data
is then also added to the pool.
This investment in such evergreen research has saved time and money
and also allowed lower budget projects to benefit from this collective
knowledge. Recognizing that data in the database may be insufficient in
some areas, and that some data may have limited shelf life, our client
continues to add new ethnographic data as its scope of innovation
broadens.

3.3 Optimize the data archive to provide the greatest value
to clients
An added benefit of this ongoing relationship with the client is reducing
high upfront costs. By aggregating data from different projects in a single
database for the same client over time, we can ensure that the client gets
the maximum return on their investment in design research. That is the
value of “evergreen” research.
Values of Optimized Archiving


Less upfront cost to the client



Optimized for fast turnaround research projects



Reinforces long-term relationship with clients

Case Study C: Restaurant Industry client
In our long-term relationship with our client in the restaurant industry, we
have conducted multiple tests on prototypes of new restaurant designs.

1766

Conference Proceedings

The Evergreen Approach to
Design Research: Maximizing the value of user experience data

Most of the research projects share a commonality because they all are in
actual or simulated restaurant environments. Although each individual
research project has very specific objectives, the prototypes focus on
common elements in the restaurant environment, such as menu boards,
cash register, front counter space, drive-thru windows, and dining spaces.
For this client, allowing data to be accessed over time was not prioritized
during the projects. The data was transcribed and coded after the projects
were completed as an archival process. For example, one research
project focused on a new menu board that the design team prototyped.
The goals were to assess customers’ interactions with the location, design
and information on the menu board within the test environment. The
research team delivered topline findings shortly after the onsite interviews
and observations. The research data were processed for the database
later.
After several years, the aggregated data set has grown and become more
useful for quick reference. For example, we recently received a request
from our client regarding prototype research on menu display conducted a
couple years ago. Because the data was coded, we could quickly retrieve
that data set for them. In addition, customer data is often requested for
executive presentations, which may or may not relate to the original
project's goals. While the depth of this approach is more limited than the
optimized archive, it still proves valuable for quick access to past
experience.

4. Benefits of evergreen research data
As we have seen, evergreen research data can benefit clients on many
levels, from the individual research project, to inter-departmental and
multi-project collaboration, to organizational development and efficiency.
In this section, we dive into the benefits of this type of research in greater
detail.

4.1 Make the research integral to the development process
4.1.1 The development team stays connected to the data throughout
the development process
Using data as a common thread throughout the design and development
process helps teams stay focused and grounded in the consumer
experience. When marketing staff, engineers, or designers refer to the
same set of information, it allows the groups to have a collective
understanding of rationales behind certain design decisions. It also gives
them a shared data set in which to trace back to the original customer
quotes and behaviors that inspired an insight. This proved especially
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valuable for one client in getting a new advertising agency up to speed on
key consumer insights that would form the basis for new ad campaigns.
Revisiting the same customer or data set to validate design concepts
ensures the integrity of ideas without the need for additional research.
4.1.2 Iterative and open-ended process allows for trial and error
One of the critical activities for effective learning is to build a culture that
promotes experimentation. Having access to previous research data
allows teams to revisit insights and improve on those ideas. This iterative
process must include the possibility for error and course correction based
on such learning. If the organization is to succeed, employees must feel
safe and have an environment that supports failure. For example, when
the design implementation of a home storage product failed the market
test, our client team revisited the original data set and research findings in
order to reorient themselves before changing direction.

4.2 Re-examine the same data through different lenses
4.2.1 Use existing data as a platform from which to launch new
projects
Having access to data from previous research allows new teams to
accelerate the design development process, as described above. For our
return clients who have established a large database, their routine process
now is to remine the existing data pool to frame new research and
development projects. This process allows them to identify areas where
they lack information and also where they already have enough, which
helps focus the new research. When working in a geography where the
culture is especially unfamiliar, this pre-existing data assists the team in
designing the future research project to maximize the investment in costly
new international research.
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Picture 1: Data Remine

4.2.2 Zoom in on a customer demographic
Having tagged demographic or behavioral data in a database allows the
organization to pull relevant data sets to re-analyze. For our convenience
retail client, all customers were tagged using an internal marketing
segmentation model. Our client was then able to explore patterns for
particular segments, such as European customers, or Walmart shoppers.
4.2.3 Deep dive on customer attitudes and activities
Similarly, transcribed and coded data in a database enables project teams
to pull together information about customer attitudes toward and behaviors
related to products and services. Customers often refer to or interact with
multiple products or brands during the course of an interview. For
example, from our foundational research on the Internet and everyday
lives for the entertainment industry client, we re-mined the data for
customer’s attitudes toward different Internet portals such as AOL, Yahoo
and Google.

4.3 Enhance internal communication and develop a
company culture around the customer’s perspective
4.3.1 Use the data for staff orientation and training
Our client in the home care industry uses the consumer database as the
core of a staff training and development program. New hires can quickly
learn the research methodology and development process, while
understanding their product categories through the customer’s eyes.
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4.3.2 Encourage dialogue between different departments
When data is accessible through a company-wide network, it facilitates ad
hoc collaboration through informal and formal dialogue. It also allows other
departments not engaged in research to be aware of ongoing research
within the organization. This can spark discussion when projects are
related and possibly lead to fertile inter-departmental collaboration.
4.3.3 Allow for quick reference/ illustration
The shared customer research database enables small project initiatives
to access customer data for rich storytelling and illustrative purposes
without incurring the expense of a full research project.
4.3.4 Capture larger insights
Many insights get lost because they don't fit within an individual team's
roles and project scopes. However, the larger data set is crucial for upper
management to focus its organizational vision and plan the future direction
of each department. Collective data may reveal opportunities that might
otherwise be overlooked, because in a smaller research sample size, the
pattern may seem too small.

4.4 Take the long view of customer attitudes
4.4.1 Gain a deeper understanding of a participant or situation over
time
The constraints of time and resources in applied ethnographic research
limit the length of engagement with customers to a matter of hours. New
research projects can gain a revealing longitudinal view of customer
attitudes by revisiting the same customer after a certain interval of time.
For example, we re-engaged a subset of research participants from our
2001 Internet and everyday life project in our 2003 Internet dependence
study to understand their changing attitudes to the Internet over time.
4.4.2 Era analysis: Compare past and current group attitudes
As the data set grows over time, the older data can provide a backdrop for
a new set of information. The evolution of behaviors gives insight into
trends and barriers to change. In addition, it provides a baseline for
comparison to current attitudes held by the same or similar participants.
For example, while working on a TV consumption study in 2011, the
research team looked back at data on the same topic collected in 2008,
when online TV was in its infancy, to see how attitudes have evolved.
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5. Key considerations when taking an evergreen approach
Like any type of knowledge management, evergreen user research is a
collaborative and integrated means to the creation, capture, organization,
access and use of an enterprise’s intellectual assets. Using a general
knowledge model -- which organizes knowledge flow into four primary
activities: knowledge creation, retention, utilization and transfer (Newman
and Conrad 2000) -- as reference, the following are key considerations. in
each activity.

5.1 Creation: take a holistic approach to collecting the data
5.1.1 Select the right target customer and geography
To begin, choose participants carefully: pick the client’s core customers.
Include demographics and geographies that represent the client
organization’s typical customer profiles, taking into account gender, age,
income, family composition, type of home, ethnicity, city or country. The
more relevant demographics that are included, the more useful it
becomes. In some cases, use the client’s internal customer segmentations
as the starting point. While much design research focuses on behaviors
and mental models, the demographic information helps reinforce the
relevance of the aggregated behaviors and models.
5.1.2 Frame the right activities
When designing the research, identify the opportunity spaces with the
greatest potential for the client’s business. Develop a research protocol
that goes deep and wide. Consider the client’s business carefully, in order
to increase the chances that the research will hit on relevant information.
Understanding the client's business, the research team can predict
potential areas to cover in the future. For example, our client in the
Internet portal business has several online products: banking, shopping,
music, mail, news, etc. When using these areas of interest as part of the
recruitment matrix and including them in the research protocol, the
research data can be subdivided later on into groups by those products.
5.1.3 Share the research protocol among multiple research teams
While each team’s individual project goals must be prioritized, adding
research time with participants can ensure a broader focus. Dedicate a
portion of the research protocol to focus on shared areas that are
important to the organization as a whole, to ensure that the data is useful
beyond the immediate project.
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5.2 Retention: maintain integrity of data
5.2.1 Leverage visual recording tools for future sharing
Especially when data will be used by others beyond the core research
team, it is important to keep the data alive and vivid. With permission from
users, photography and video are essential tools for documentation
because of their visual richness. They allow other project team members
who did not go on the interviews to relive those field experiences in an
engaging way.

Picture 2: Video Documentation

5.2.2 Transcribe and code interviews and observations
When multiple researchers or teams work on a project, valuable
information may get lost or forgotten. To avoid this, transcribe verbal data
and recorded observational data in a shared database, to allow for ease of
future search and retrieval. Develop frameworks for coding data to add
additional layers of information that may not be present in the
transcription. Observed behaviors and other meta-information, such as
space or products used, are often left out of the conversation. Rigorous,
shared coding allows for quick access to such data.
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Picture 3: Video Transcription

5.2.3 Optimize tools and data management
Invest in tools and infrastructure that optimize the work process during as
well as after the project. Plan up front and take time throughout the
research process for consistent data organization. Consider a
standardized approach, which allows others within the organization to
understand as well. Good and comprehensive data won't be usable if
there is no systematic way to find it. This becomes especially important
when the data sets and user pool become bigger.

5.3 Utilization: ensure a rigorous data analysis process
5.3.1 Create an integrated work process
Consider transcribing and coding the data as a standard part of the
analysis process. This will provide a twofold benefit: thoroughness of
analysis and greater searchability. When planning for it and doing it right
the first time, data is ready for future use automatically. It is more
redundant and inefficient to do it afterward as a separate activity.
5.3.2 Frame data as a company resource
Consider research data as a valuable asset to the company. Establish
processes and services that a consultant or internal research department
can provide to the rest of the organization. Suggest options such as
research data terminals or training sessions to help encourage use of the
data, especially when the process is new to the organization.
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5.4 Transfer: socialize the data in the client organization
5.4.1 Democratize access
While it is important to ensure participants’ privacy and the company's
confidentiality, allow designated teams to easily access research data.
New uses for data may emerge which help further justify the initial
investment. Also, constant reference to the data keeps the customer’s
viewpoint alive and in the forefront of the organization’s awareness.
5.4.2 Provide a mechanism for internal communication around data
Additional tags such as number of times data is being shared, and who
marked it as a favorite, can give a different lens to the same
data. Encourage colleagues to add layers of information and share them
with others to allow the data to grow richer over time. This allows all users
to internalize the information and use it collaboratively.

6. Conclusion
When design research is strategic and well planned, it can reinforce
connections between research insights and implications throughout the
design and development process. In addition, it becomes a foundation that
allows room for trial and error. When the data is systematically organized,
it is accessible for smaller and faster business initiatives – cases in which
primary data collection would be cost- and time-prohibitive. As the
collective data set becomes larger, a company can utilize it to jumpstart
future business initiatives. Repositioning research data as more than a
means to an end opens new realms of possibility for the assets that
already exist but are not fully utilized. Establishing an evergreen research
approach requires an appreciation of design research’s full potential,
developing supportive infrastructure and changing the work processes
within the organization. The payoff can be significant in terms of
organizational knowledge, awareness of customers, and ongoing
identification of opportunities.
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